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five pc~llution of the envi- 
ronmcnt hnvc so cnr~tL!rcd 
lhc ])(J]Rhr imagin:il.ion 
hat tbc most scrions threats 
lo human welfare arc some- 
iimcs oveYloolted. Through- 
out evolutionary history, 
infectious disease has been 
ihc overriding threat. to the 
;pccies. In contemporary 
IifC, only warfare makes a 
:ompeting claim. 

Antibiotics are oitcn, but 
,ncorrectly, creditcil v;ith a 
arge share of the ndVanCcS 

rgainst. disease. That credit 
belongs rather to ,r.nviron- 
nrntal engindering. Procc- 
5urcs like the contxl of 
vats, flcns and lice, suppres- 
;lon of mosrluilocs by drain- 
1ge (and, let it bc admitted, 
DDT), quarantine and the 
nechanical separation of 
‘Irinlrin:: water from scwcr- 
sjie channels have pre- 
hrented far more illnc~sscs 
.han mcdicinc would know 
:1ow to Cure. 

Bacterial infcclions are 
Lruly far less thrcatcning 
now that antibiotics are 
svailable. JIowevc~, to re- 
fute the cliche of the “con- 
Hurst” of plague, one nrcd 
uerely look up the statistics 
3f bubonic plague’ in South- 
east Asia, of gonorrhea 
among tecn.agers or of tu- 
Derculosis on Capitol Hill. 

VIIIUS INFECTIONS rc- 
main as a global time bomb 
against which we lime few 
defeiiws oncd it. 11X 

ri-uoted. We are all well ac- 
quakted with the periodic 
sweep of influenza across 

the earth as new strains of 
viruses evolve. This disease 
is noi, to be shrugjicd off, 
but a minor change in the 
hiolog)’ of the virus could 
give it accrss to the brain 
and makr it a scourge’ With- 
DUt ~WCCtk'llt. 
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more, we read of a new, es- 
otic virus that has broken 
out as a small cpitknlic. 
Such incirlcnts probnl)ly 
xcur quite oflrn in mcdi- 
tally deprived communities 
whVrc new diseases may cs- 
cape notice. Last month, vi- 
rologists at Yale University 
HlltlOlllJ(‘c!d that work 011 
“Lassa fever” \\‘as loo dan- 
gerous to continue at a uni- 
versity laboratory and re- 
rjuirrd the special faciltiies 
of the Nnlioiial Communica- 

ble ni~~;l%” Cc11kr of IlJP 

Pulrlic 11~1th Service at At- 
l:lnta. 
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terrible responsibility which 
goes bcyoncl the rislis of 
infection and death of more 
I:lboratoly worl(crs. \l’liat 
would prevent IllC escape of 
such a virus to the gcncral 
population? 

We now hear that further 
cases of a disease rescm- 
bling Lnssn fever have been 
reported from Jos, another 
town in Nigeria almost 300 
milts away. If this is con- 
firmed, we have to conclude 
that this virus is widespread 
in Nigeria and we’ can 
hardly affo;d not to study it 
to forearm oursclvcs against 
its sprcatl. l\nd wc cannot 
blind ourselves I0 the lilicli- 
hood that a hundred similar 
viruses are bein: incubated 
iii animal l~opulation rcsfr- 
voirs, and are evolving a:lew 
with genetic changes and 
hybridization of cstablishcd 
viruses. ‘. . 1 

PUBLJC ilEtZLTI1 offi- 
cials hnvc hern loath to 
dramatize ihis superordi- 
nntc threat. It has, however, 
been vent ilatcd by the pal- 
icl studies on biologicnl 
warfare that Icd to Prcsi- 
dent Nixon’s renunciation of 
1J.S. researrh on germ weap- 
01s. As he implied, to use 
human intcllifrncc for the’ 
intentional design of new tli- 
seases is so hlatnnlly sui- 
cidal that it cannot be justi- 
fied by any fancied military 
advnntage. 

Ilowevcr, the’ abandon- 
ment of secret clc~elol~ment 
worli merely stops more 
mischief; we have still to es- 
tablish an effective intcrna- 

lion21 defc~xc against tl,c 
rem;GniKi: threat: of nntunil 
pcstilcllcc. These nre scriS 
ously a:gravntcd by the IJf;r= 
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jet transport, famine and 
squalor. 

Dr. P. Dorolle, cI?plIty 

director general of the 
1Vorld Hralth Organization, 
is one of the few to have 
spoken out about the gzps 
in our prcscnl response. FTc’ 
refers, for example, to tlic 
threat that yellow fever may 
pcnc%rate into Asia, where 
“the virus would find fde:kl 
climatic renditions, an uii- 

vaccinated human populx- 
tion and its favorite vector,” 
the Aedcs mosquito. 

Til this circumsf nnce, 
every single uncontrolled 
cast of yellow fever is a 
threat to hundreds of mi!- 
lions of people. Much the 
same could be said for many 
other discascs, which tlc- 
mands a le\x!l of intcrn;r- 
tionnl coopc’rntion in survcii- 
lance and fo111~01 that trnn- 
sccnds political differences. 

The npccssary c 0 n t, r 0 1 
methods xi11 remain uncrr- 
lain and awkward until \I’(’ 
lcnrn much more ahout. vi- 
ruses, particularly about 
their biochelnistry and gc- 
nttics, for v;hich the b:lsic 
tools have rccantly been 
perfected. The United States 
could do a great dral to rcs- 
tore its historic relmtatinii 
as a defender of human lib- 
erties and l~fnttll if it reas- 
signed our rrstv;hile biolo;:i- 
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at Ft. &trick, to make them 
an international research 
center for virological peacc- 
iare. 
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This communication rel.ates 
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Dear liari-y- R.Q * 

I ROW your letter to tile 
editor (Z/22/73),, and the 
editorial in tire N‘IT (A/11.) 
to which it responded on& 

after this was in press. 
. . -.- 

I think York were quite 
right to answer a5 you did, 
for you were unfairly bur- 
dcned. 

'The editorial did, ncver- 
theless raise R i::ore gent:ri?l 
question, similar to the one 
I put myself, that needs to 
he iltltiresscti a!,ouf; public 
health protection a@inst nw 
viruses. Obviotwl,y, the tra- 
veller whn returns with no 
apparent illness at all, rcl)- 
resents the norst hazard, 
and a responsibi.1.ity hardly 
within your personal province 

Sincerely, 
t i 
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